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A report from the Organization of American States (OAS) on anti-coca aerial fumigation in
Colombia has spurred controversy, with Colombian academics disputing its methodology.
Meanwhile, the government in Colombia has resumed spraying in national parks, despite protests
by environmental groups. Ecuador's government is seeking to have Colombia stop spraying
immediately on its border. And US politicians are hoping to go beyond the chemical warfare on
illicit crops they are funding in Colombia with the potential introduction of biological warfare in the
form of an herbicidal fungus.
OAS finds no harm, National University disputes

OAS finds no harm, National University disputes
A spring study by the OAS's Comision Interamericana para el Control del Abuso de Drogas
(CICAD) found damage resulting from the use of the herbicide glyphosate was minimal. Headed
by Canadian scientist Keith Solomon and conducted by a team of international scientists, the report
stated that the herbicide has "moderate effects" on aquatic organisms and that its risks for the
environment and land animals "are few or nearly none."
The study looked at aerial fumigations in the northeastern department of Bocaya, the northern
Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, and the southern regions of Valle del Cauca, Putumayo, and
Narino from September 2004 to March 2005. The research conceded that the herbicide caused
temporary irritation in the eyes and skin on those who were sprayed, but they claimed ill effects
on the environment from deforestation and burning of crops as well as insecticides used for coca
cultivation were worse than fumigation.
The CICAD report said that the risk "is not significant," but the authors do not explain what they
consider significant, says Santiago Salazar Cordova, coordinator of a commission from Ecuador's
Environment Ministry that advises the Foreign Ministry on drug-fumigation policy.
The Universidad Nacional de Colombia (UNC) released a report (Observaciones al "Estudio de
los efectos del programa de Erradicacion de Cultivos Ilicitos mediante la aspersion aerea con el
herbicida Glifosato (PECIG) y de los cultivos ilicitos en la salud humana y en el medio ambiente"),
challenging the limited scope and method of the CICAD study.
The report critiqued the CICAD study for "deficiencies" in the way it was structured and for not
clearly defining the methodology OAS researchers used to reach their conclusions. The six scientists
who wrote the UNC report heavily questioned the OAS study and pointed to other research that
showed Round-Up, the commercial name for Monsanto Corporation's glyphosate, eliminated two
species of tadpoles and nearly eliminated a third species in aquatic communities.
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The Colombian academics said half the OAS report, paid for in part by the US, relied too often on
Monsanto's own research, and several conclusions were based on suppositions rather than realtime measurements. "They forgot to include economic, institutional, political, and social effects" of
fumigation in their report, said the Colombian university report.
Top Colombian officials have pointed to the OAS study as proof that there are few secondary effects
from the use of glyphosate either on internal ecosystems or in neighboring Ecuador. Yet columnist
and publisher Daniel Samper Pizano says that President Alvaro Uribe, when campaigning in May
2002, promised to end the fumigations begun by former President Andres Pastrana (1998-2002). He
quoted Uribe as saying, "If we don't stop it [fumigating], it will finish off the ecology of the country."
Since taking office, however, Uribe has changed his tune and called coca cultivation the greatest
threat to Colombia's ecological health. Although US and UN officials in charge of eradication efforts
say they are succeeding in driving down coca production in the Andes, many question the efficacy of
the efforts to reduce coca cultivation (see NotiSur, 2005-04-08).
In the past, the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has reported concerns about the
environmental effects and effects on residents where glyphosate is sprayed (see NotiSur,
2002-09-20), giving fuel to critics of fumigation. Also of concern are the agents like cosmo-flux, used
in combination with the herbicide to make it stick to plants better.

Scholar: Alternative development programs inadequate
Aside from the ecological effects of fumigation, the sociological and economic consequences are
affecting Colombians on a significant scale.
Maria Clemencia Ramirez, a senior researcher at the Colombian Institute of Anthropology and
History as well as a visiting scholar at Harvard University, says that "fumigation projects have
generated forced displacement of families" since a lack of alternative development programs
devastates victims of fumigation. Ramirez notes that the problem is compounded by the fact that
Colombia law only allows aid to people who were displaced because of armed conflict and "the
'criminal' status of fumigation victims makes them ineligible." Under this scenario, the bulk of
the punishment falls on the small coca grower while the trafficker guerrilla, or paramilitary goes
unpunished.
"The Colombian government has reduced investment in alternative development and diverted
funding from areas with illegal crops to areas that enjoy the most advantageous agro-ecological
conditions and the least difficult access to agricultural support services," writes Ramirez.
Although fumigation projects are claiming success, the foreign operations subcommittee of the US
House Appropriations Committee rejected Colombia's request for an additional US$150 million to
strengthen its anti-coca spraying program in June. The subcommittee did, however, approve the
Bush administration's request for US$463 million for Plan Colombia, a program of mostly military
aid.
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Fumigation efforts have been increasing during the last decade. In 1994, 5,360 hectares of coca were
sprayed; in 1999, the figure was 45,890 ha sprayed. Under Plan Colombia the total tripled to 145,120
ha in 2003. The Ecuadoran government and press place little credence in the assurances from their
Colombian counterparts that glyphosate is not harmful in the ecosystems where it is deployed.
Ecuadoran diplomats are demanding that Colombia not spray within a 10-km distance of the
Ecuador-Colombia border. The Asociacion Latinoamericano de Derechos Humanos (ALDHU)
delivered a report to Ecuadoran officials in June documenting supposed toxic components Colombia
was using in its fumigations. ALDHU general secretary Juan de Dios Parra says, since 2002, his
organization has documented more than 3,500 cases of Ecuadorans living on the border who have
presumably suffered ill effects from the "toxic component" mixed with glyphosate.

US plans for fungus development draws criticism
Some US politicians have been enthusiastic about releasing an anti-coca fungus, Fusarium
oxysporum, into the Colombian ecosystem wherever coca is being cultivated. Reps. Dan Burton and
Mark Souder, both Indiana Republicans, called in July for research into a new herbicide they said
could "revolutionize" the war on drugs. In a press release, Burton and Souder said scientists have
recently begun to study the possibility of manipulating mycoherbicides naturally occurring plant
fungi currently used for weed control to combat certain drug crops under specific conditions.
"If proven to be successful, mycoherbicide could revolutionize our drug eradication efforts," said
Souder, who is chair of the House Drug Policy Committee. "Mycoherbicide research needs to be
investigated, and we need to begin testing it in the field," said Burton. "The potential benefit of
these fungi is tremendous." Burton, chair of the House international relations subcommittee on
the Western Hemisphere, submitted an amendment to the Office of National Drug Control Policy
Reauthorization Act (ONDCP Act) to urge study of mycoherbicides.
Burton's amendment instructs the director of the ONDCP "to present Congress within 90 days of
the law's enactment a plan of action to [ensure] that an expedited, complete, and thorough peer
review of the science of mycoherbicide as a means of illicit drug-crop elimination is conducted by
the appropriate government scientific research entity."
One important question is whether the mycoherbicide that the Indiana legislators find so appealing
could be the cane toad of one of the world's greatest repositories of biodiversity. The cane toad
(Bufo marinus) was the classic example of a solution to an agricultural problem having ecological
consequences that proved much worse than the original predicament. Over 100 cane toads were
brought to Australia in 1935 to control pests in sugarcane fields. The toads bred and spread at an
incredible rate, raising severe concerns that they would affect Australia's native fauna through
predation, competition, transmission of diseases, and by poisoning animals that attempt to prey on
toads.
If mycoherbicide introduction occurs in the Colombian rain forest, the law of unforeseen
consequences could imaginably have a botanical effect not unlike the cane toad, although US and
Colombian contracted scientists may not come to that conclusion. Samper Pizano, a ceaselessly
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fierce critic of fumigation on the editorial pages of Bogota daily El Tiempo, called the proposed
fungus "atrocious" and said, "We know its behavior in laboratories, but not in the real world." He
claimed the release of the fungus could lead to irreversible ecological damage.

Government resumes spraying in national parks
The Colombian government decided in May to resume fumigation in nature reserves using
glyphosate to wipe out illicit drug crops. The government suspended the practice in March 2004 in
those areas after protests by activists who argued that it violated international treaties, national laws,
and agreements with local indigenous and campesino farming communities.
The US Congress approved the use of funds for spraying illicit crops in Colombia's nature parks in
December 2003, and in February 2004 reported that aerial fumigation with glyphosate had begun in
the protected areas of the Colombian Sierra Nevada and Chiribiquete (southeast).
Aerial spraying was slated for the nature reserves of Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, a northern
park declared a biosphere in 1986 by the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO); La Macarena in the central-east; and Catatumbo, in the northwest. Environmentalists
argue that the broad-spectrum nature of glyphosate makes it particularly inappropriate for areas set
aside to protect species because it can kill more than just the targeted crops of coca, marijuana, and
opium poppies.

-- End --
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